Alls thus seems to be equivalent to all, cf. "all you talk about," "all I've got in this world," "all he needs." Alls is not known to either standard grammar books or dictionaries, not even the OED records it, but as we have seen it occurs in Cobuild, and although it is not very frequent, it is far from a misprint or an accidental inadvertency. In the "ukspok" section of Cobuild ("UK transcribed informal speech"), where it occurs 28 times, it represents 3 occurrences per one million words, which makes it about as frequent as gruesome or mule or sombre in the whole Corpus. So alls is primarily, if not exclusively, a spoken feature. Although it thus seems to be unknown in British English, there are indications that it exists, and has existed for some time in American English. It is mentioned (as all's) and translated as 'All that' in DARE, and a number of contributors to the Internet testify to its existence in various parts of the US. It is said to be characteristic of Boston slang, it is often heard in Maryland and Michigan, it is part of "Delaware Valleyisms," and it used to be common in Ohio. One correspondent suspects that it is "widespread in America." The Merriam-Webster Open Dictionary includes it as "alls (other): Used at the beginning of a sentence to describe a limit: 'Alls I need to do is ...'" There are also a couple of American examples in the Corpus, from National Public Radio broadcasts: (4) I can't give you a time frame on that, Rick. Alls I can say is that the US and coalition forces are attacking with an aggressive spirit, and we're meeting the enemy Corpus: npr/07. Text: S2000910226.
(5) if you care to avoid the law alls you have to do is strap a gun to your waist and buy a cabin on a mountaintop somewhere in Idaho. Corpus: npr/07. Text: S2000920824.
It seems we can conclude that the form arose in the US and, if we are to trust the Corpus evidence, is beginning to have an impact on British English.
What is the origin of this form? Various suggestions put forward on the Internet are generally unlikely: that it is a plural of all ("pack up your alls"), that it is all + an S from a following is ("all I know iS"), or even that it is a contraction of German [!] alles. It is clear that its origin must lie elsewhere.
Although alls seems to be interchangeable with all, there are restrictions on it; there are no cases of, say, *That will be alls, or *Alls in alls. Unlike pronouns like anyone, everybody, etc., alls is never used outside of the relative context. Cf.
anyone you ask anyone would know that everything they saw everything looked all right alls you talk about *alls was in order
Alls only functions as a relativiser and means 'all that.' This gives a clue to its etymology. In all probability it is a contracted form of all as, where as does duty as a relative pronoun, which is also DARE's suggestion for the American form.
As has a long tradition as a relative pronoun. Mustanoja (1960: 202) (8) They come back from the football or wherever we've been on a Sunday afternoon bath the kids get the telly on the fire on and get them a bit of tea and try and sit and watch the telly and all as you hear is effing and blinding and screaming and shouting and threatening. He hates baths. Corpus: ukspok/04. Text: S9000001271.
If the suggested etymology of the form alls is correct, it thus comprises the antecedent + a relative pronoun rolled into one and is itself a nominal relative pronoun. Relative what can be seen in the same light, viz. as consisting of an antecedent ('that') and a relative pronoun ('which'), as in e.g. What you see is what you get. "In fact, that which...is rare and formal, and is generally replaced by what" (Quirk et al. 1985: 373) . Alls is thus a functional parallel of relative what, and like relative what it can be seen, syntactically, to belong to both the matrix and the relative clause.
Interestingly, Cobuild also records a few occurrences of alls what (probably coming from the same speaker): So alls what in (9) and (10) Occasionally there are signs of hesitation between alls and all, as in (15) They sit there <ZF1> alls they do <ZF0> all they do is they tell you the same things over and over again. Corpus: ukspok/04. Text: S9000000507. This hesitation could be taken to show that alls, although present as a variant in the idiolect, is not (yet) firmly established. On the other hand, the existence of the collocation alls what may suggest that alls is apprehended as monomorphemic and no longer associated with all as (cf. the impossibility of *all as what) and indeed beginning to establish itself as an independent unit. If that trend continues we may see alls taking its place in the future alongside what, whatever, whichever and whoever and be recognised as a nominal relative pronoun in British as well as American English. It is only thanks to corpora that such a possibility could be imagined.
